The sense of taste has served as a governing metaphor for aesthetic discernment for several centuries, and recent philosophical perspectives on this history have invited literal, gustatory taste into aesthetic relevance. This paper summarizes the disposition of taste in aesthetics by means of three stories, the most recent of which considers food in terms of aesthetics and its employment in works of art. I conclude with some reflections on the odd position that taste has achieved in the postmodern art world, and I make a case for the often unnoticed role that bodily senses have in the apprehension of art.
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There is a mild insult in English that is sometimes directed at a person of low cultural sensibilities: "Your taste is all in your mouth."
As an insult it is pretty tame, but the philosophical assumptions that give it wit run deep. First is the recognition that "taste" refers both to the mouth sense and to aesthetic preferences. Second is the implicit recognition of the old sense hierarchy that considers the bodily senses of taste, touch, and smell inferior to the distance senses of vision and hearing. It also plays upon the idea that the notion of good taste can take on a snobbish aspect. Thus this little insult captures aspects of three stories about taste that will shape my reflections on the ways that reference to this sense permeates aesthetics.
APPROACHES TO TASTE: THREE STORIES
The first and most familiar story concerns the foundation of modern aesthetics during the Eighteenth Century, the so-called "century of taste," during which time taste provides not only a metaphor but the very conceptual framework for philosophical investigations of beauty. 1 I begin by reviewing this well-known account in some detail because it contains contestable points to reconsider later.
Literal or gustatory taste-by which I mean the mouth sense that requires smell and touch as well-seemed an apt model for appreciative responses to beauty for several reasons. First, reference to a sense foregrounds the immediacy of aesthetic response.
Francis Hutcheson, an influential predecessor for both Hume and Kant, observed that finding something beautiful, like registering pleasure and pain sensations, depends neither on choice nor on rational decision. "By the very frame of our nature the one is made the occasion of delight and the other of dissatisfaction." 2 The "frame of our nature" indicates that just as human beings are normally equipped with all five senses, we are all capable of sensing beauty. Thus the metaphor of taste adopts a democratic address to people of all societies and times (a point of dispute that will come up shortly).
Secondly, taste is demonstrably trainable. Just as the ear can learn to recognize a tonic chord, so the tongue can learn to distinguish subtleties of flavor. This trainability means that taste can be cultivated, paving the way for normative standards and a distinction between good and bad taste. Of course, all of our senses are educable, though taste stands out for its presumptive ties to pleasure and displeasure. Eighteenth-century theories widely analyzed beauty in terms of pleasure, as Hutcheson's remark indicates. It was (and still is) assumed that, in contrast with other senses, taste rarely operates without liking or disliking what is sampled. Therefore, as our gustatory sense is cultivated, our pleasures also develop; and by extension of the metaphor, so does our capacity to discern beauty.
Other aspects of literal tasting also lend themselves to aesthetic uses, such as the requirement of first-hand acquaintance. One can't make a judgment about the beauty of an object without seeing or hearing it, just as one can't decide if a soup is well-seasoned without sampling it. Taste of both sorts requires a kind of immersion in its object, to invoke another metaphor. The acquaintance principle is challenged in contemporary theory, but as far as I know it was taken for granted in the Eighteenth Century. To my mind it remains one of the most important marks of the aesthetic, and I shall return to it later.
I suspect another factor also fortified the use of the taste metaphor. The flavor properties of food and drink that we respond to were, and to a degree still remain, somewhat mysterious. Certainly when aesthetics was developing, little was known about the chemistry of flavor perception. This makes literal taste ideal for thinking about sensitivity to its elusive cause-that je ne sais quoi-the objective correlate of beauty that is so difficult to pin down.
Despite the enthusiasm with which gustatory taste was exploited, modern European theories largely leave literal taste behind, stressing that the sense serves only as a metaphor for aesthetic sensibility. Gustatory taste seems too individual to conform to the normative standards sought for aesthetic judgments. Kant famously declares that liking for canary wine is an example of the agreeable, about which no standards need apply. 3 Moreover, literal taste is tied to appetite, and the satisfaction of appetite is the wrong kind of pleasure, being sensuous, bodily, and "interested" rather than contemplative, "disinterested," and aesthetic. These presumptions confirmed the venerable sense hierarchy of western philosophy, supporting the idea that only the distance senses of sight and hearing sustain aesthetic standing. 4 In 1762, Henry Home, Lord Kames, extended that sentiment to include artistic limitations: "The fine arts are designed to give pleasure to the eye and ear, disregarding the inferior senses." 5
In sum: the first story about taste, which has dominated our historical understanding for three centuries, adopts the gustatory sense as a metaphor-but only a metaphor-for aesthetic sensibility, recognizes the normativity of aesthetic pleasures, and stresses the universal grounds for standards for taste, which ideally unite us all in common appreciation. Perhaps what the second story best illuminates is why philosophy has a history at all-a question that ought to be puzzling because it is the usual conceit of philosophers that they address matters of perennial concern and not just those that arise in specific historical circumstances. Yet clearly there are times when certain philosophical issues come into notice with particular urgency.
THE SECOND STORY: A CRITICAL VIEW
In eighteenth-century Europe, questions of human subjectivity became especially pressing not only because of changes that societies were undergoing, but also because of the spread of empiricist perspectives that displaced objectivist theories with a conception of beauty-and values in general-as a type of pleasure rather than an independent quality belonging to certain objects. As Luc Ferry puts it, "With the concept of taste the beautiful is placed in relation to human subjectivity so intimate that it may even be defined by the pleasure it provides, by the sensations or sentiments it evokes in us." 9
Placing pleasure at the center of a theory of value creates formidable difficulties, the chief of which is to avoid the pitfalls of relativism. Hence the driving problem of early modern aesthetics: the establishment of a standard of taste. The most famous attempts remain those of Hume and Kant, both of whom posited ways to identify beauty with aesthetic pleasure (though Hume did not have that term at his disposal) and at the same time to regulate its norms.
These shifts in ideas about beauty renewed with vigor the ancient puzzle that Socrates posed to Euthyphro two millennia before: is something valuable because we take pleasure in it, or do we take pleasure in it because it is valuable? Even when it comes to positions wrapped in a social agenda-and the second story is doubtless correct to point that out-the Euthyphro question still commands attention.
A THIRD STORY: VINDICATING GUSTATORY TASTE
There is a third story now gaining ground in philosophy that offers a different assessment of the literal sense of taste. Whereas Bourdieu would lower the notion of aesthetic sensibility to the level of gustatory taste, this third story seeks to elevate gustatory taste and claim a place for it within the aesthetic. While modern theory took literal taste as its guide to illuminate the nature of the aesthetic, the third story does the reverse, considering the nature of the aesthetic to elucidate the operation of gustatory taste and to argue that this bodily sense should be granted aesthetic standing.
While there are plenty of theorists who still hold out for the traditional distinction between aesthetic and nonaesthetic senses, there are others-myself among them-who maintain that the experiences of eating and drinking admit an aesthetic zone of their own. 10
To understand why gustatory taste has gained philosophical interest in the Twenty-First Century, we need to note some theoretical shifts of our own era that have brought the physical and the mental closer together. For some time, the familiar distinction between mind and body has been challenged from a variety of directions, ranging from feminist critiques of traditional dualisms to the discoveries of neuroscience. These scientific shifts have been unevenly absorbed in aesthetics. As Emily Brady remarks, "It is worth noting that, although recent materialist theories of mind have all but defeated the mind/body split, this seems to have had little effect on aesthetic theory in terms of expanding its attention to the other senses." 11 While change may be slow, it is nonetheless the case that many philosophers now question at least some of the values embedded in the traditional sense hierarchy.
An aspect of this theoretical shift that underwrites the inclusion of physical sensations as modes of aesthetic apprehension comes from emotion theory-a brief digression that will become relevant shortly. Many theories of emotion posit that emotions must be understood not only as mental events but also in terms of the physical disturbances that mark them-changes in blood pressure, trembling, shortness of breath, and so forth. 12 It is now widely acknowledged that emotive responses to art, including their bodily aspects, are indispensable forms of understanding and appreciation. 13 Weeping for Anna Karenina, gasping as Harry Lime flees through the sewers of Vienna, a pounding heart at horror movies-all are bodily effects that both manifest and enhance understanding of the artworks that provoke them. Recognizing these aspects of appreciation marks a dramatic contrast with the views of some mid-twentieth-century philosophers who scorned the arousal of emotion as a legitimate response to art. 14 Challenging the clean distinction between the mental and the physical and recognizing the impact of somatic responses to art also pave the way for blurring the distinction between distal aesthetic and proximal nonaesthetic senses, for it legitimizes bodily sensation as an aesthetic response.
Exactly how does this point pertain to taste? There remain some thorny issues to resolve before taste is situated on firmly defensible ground. First, we need to determine what kind of philosophical standing taste should be accorded; second, what kinds of aesthetic properties the sense of taste registers; and third, we need to examine the artistic range that includes the gustatory sense and the bodily senses generally. These questions are entangled and hard to wrest apart, but they require separate address. I shall discuss them more or less in order.
To stake a claim for philosophical attention, gustatory taste must shed the commonplace presumption that it resists normative standards-ensconced in the maxim "There's no disputing about taste." Not only is this relativism presumed by the first story-as with Kant's dismissive comment about canary wine and merely agreeable sensations-but it was given renewed vigor by the second story, which implies the absence of any salient objective qualities to which taste is sensitive, ceding the roots of aesthetic proclivities to social forces. In fact, however, taste warrants dispute for at least two reasons. First, the term "taste" can refer to the properties of objects (and as such be "objective") as well as to sensations ("subjective" experiences). 15 If there were no objective pole to tasting, there would be no possibility of developing discriminating taste, which entails that there is something out there to discriminate. Are these seasonings balanced? Is this pepper hot enough? Is this wine ready to drink? The possibility of cultivating expert taste is one dimension of the aesthetic potency of food and drink, as cooks throughout the ages have understood, and that perhaps is most recognized with wine. 16 " that the meal taste good, for note that discernment here is largely a matter of savoring flavors. This may seem an odd critique, but the fact is that aiming at pleasure truncates the expressive possibilities of any artistic endeavor; moreover, it leaves apologists open to the charge that objects of taste do not achieve the same cognitive standing as objects of vision or hearing, no matter how complicated or delicious they may be. The divide between distal and proximal senses would persist on the grounds that only the former are capable of delivering meaning of any depth or complexity. This concern breaks down into two issues: the scope of meaning that objects of taste can provide, and whether there are limits to the ways that tastes can be deployed to convey those meanings.
It may seem as if gustatory taste is a sense that delivers pleasure and affords conviviality, but is relatively free of any particular cognitive significance. This far from the case, for taste is as cognitively complex in its own way as are the other senses. Meaning is evident in what we eat and drink, for foods are chosen for their significance depending on occasion. This is the case with ordinary daily fare, where a cup of tea offered to a guest signals hospitality or warm soup on a cold day not only produces but also signifies comfort. Even routine eating is full of meaning, although when those meanings become absorbed into habit they rarely come into notice.
The import of certain foods is even more obviously the case with the fare served at special events: the celebration of a wedding cake, the honor marked by raising a glass of champagne, ritual food and drink that mark religious traditions and holidays. Moreover, there are many foods whose histories constitute important narratives that can be summoned to mind with their flavors. 18 This brief on behalf of taste has its critics, however. The strongest argument against the cognitive richness of the bodily senses comes from Roger Scruton, who observes that meanings such as comfort, reverence, home, and so forth are largely dependent upon learned associations, and the same could be said for their histories.
As such, it is the context within which tastes are deployed that provides meaning, not the tastes by themselves. He draws attention to the difference between what we experience in a perceived object (of taste, of sight), as opposed to what the experience merely reminds us of. In this respect, a meal, no matter how fine the occasion, contrasts with an artwork such as a painting. Naturally, paintings can inspire associations, but they also present whole scenes in themselves regardless of the contexts in which they are placed. Scruton draws a distinction "between those objects of sensory enjoyment which acquire meaning only by association of ideas, and the objects of sight and hearing, whose meaning can be directly seen and heard." 19 While seeing-in characterizes the perception of pictures, there is no such thing as tasting-in. 20 To illustrate: "A prophet in a cave is not something that you can taste in a wine as you can see St. Jerome in Titian's painting." 21 I think that Scruton is largely right, although his case is sounder with vision than with the other distance sense, hearing. While it is true that one can hear the summer storm in Vivaldi's Four Quartets, could one really do so without the program notes? Music, while perhaps not as dependent upon association as taste, still requires a good deal of surrounding context for a hearing-in phenomenon to manifest.
Nevertheless, we must grant that, by and large, we rarely taste a subject in a flavor in the same way that we see a village scene or a depicted action in a painting. (Sometimes in fact we can, but not as a rule.) 22 But this need not entail that taste does not function cognitively, both when we eat and in the apprehension of art, only that its function is of a different sort than vision's-which is no surprise; the senses operate differently from one another. Here again we can take a cue from emotion theory: understanding the triggering ob- The sceptic will scoff that this is not taste at all but vicarious fantasy, but I think what this means is that we are not "tasting-in" in Scruton's sense but intensifying and amplifying dimensions of our appreciation by means of sensory imagination, which leads us to participate in slurps and swallows almost as though we could taste the foods on screen ourselves. 23 The intensifying aspects of visceral responses are even more evident when the object being eaten is not delicious but horrible. when Queen Tamora learns that she has just eaten the flesh of her sons, the reader is likely to experience a small gag of disgust. Horror invades the very mouth, intensifying the imagined moment with a sympathetic taste-of the abominable. Without that bodily engagement, synaesthetic, subtle, or even subliminal though it may be, one's grasp of these works would be diminished. It seems that the bodily senses are at work covertly even here. 24 I do not intend to equalize the cognitive yield of the senses, so to speak, but rather to point out that they are engaged by art in different ways. The physical response-the sensation prompted by imagination-furnishes intense immediacy by enlisting one's very body. It is this phenomenon that sustains the importance of acquaintance as a descriptor of aesthetic response. One grasps not only that it is, but also how it is-what it is like. This sort of thing is more detectable in works that disgust than in those that delight or soothe, probably because the disturbance of negative emotions is simply stronger than the pleasant ones, sad to say, an observation that takes us back to the limits of taste pleasure.
Artists themselves will be the first to point out that art has never been constrained by the pursuit of pleasurable experiences.
Artworks are filled with difficult content, including pain, sorrow, suffering, and cruelty-all reminders of the tragedies that fortune can dispense. The harrowing and the horrid are as aesthetically powerful as the beautiful, but the palate does not tolerate equivalent values. Creative cooks may tease the senses and surprise the diner, as with unexpected flavor combinations or dishes that do not taste the way the eye anticipates. But unlike the objects of the eye and the ear, objects of taste, smell, and touch can sicken and kill. 25 For this reason, the gauges of success for cuisine (and for scents as well) have remained more tied to pleasure than are other art forms. 26 If we focus only on the arts unique to them-cuisine, wine, perfumery-the full aesthetic power of the bodily senses is apt to be overlooked. For fully exploiting the significance of the objects of taste takes us beyond the dinner table.
The very properties of food that constrain its expressive use in cuisine at the same time provide a wealth of meaning in art. Many artists now incorporate foods into their performances and installations. Sometimes that food is meant to be consumed by visitors, manifesting hospitality and greeting. (The works of Rirkrit Tiravanija or Felix Gonzales-Torres are well-known examples.) 27 Often, however, food is employed to convey something darker. The things we eat and drink are transient; they spoil, mold, and rot, and in the end they disgust. Therefore, food lends itself to a sort of natural symbolism that signals corporeality in its least noble forms. the ability of a phrase, a poem, an image, a passage of music, to acquaint us with some emotion, scene, even some truth, in a direct and deeply felt way.
Emphasizing acquaintance confirms aspects of the early metaphor so exploited at the advent of modern aesthetics, tying contemporary theory nicely to its roots. At its very inception, "aesthetic" with somewhat greater complexity to the ways that affective arousal functions with works of art. Does taste align with such bodily engagements with artworks-that is, with artworks that do not directly make use of foodstuffs? I believe that a case can be made that the imaginative arousal of eating sensations often contributes to our whole experience of a work, and that activation of the bodily senses in general can make aesthetic encounters vivid, immediate, and intimate. Moreover, we can recognize their power without utterly breaking down the hierarchy of the senses, which after all, is part of our inherited cultural framework and underwrites some of the meanings that food lends to the arts as well as to our daily lives.
